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Certain themes imbued with visual metaphors 
and terminologies of looking and seeing have 
become the staple diet of cultural and media 
studies: the society of the spectacle and the 
simulacrum; the politics of representation; 
the male gaze and the possibility of a female 
gaze; the 'mirror stage'; fetishism and 
voyeurism; the reproduction of the image; the 
'other' as the projection of racialized discourse. 
It may thus appear contentious to claim, as we 
do, that 'visual culture' has been somewhat 
overlooked in the rapid expansion of cultural 
and media studies throughout the past decade 
and a half. Contentious because, after all, the 
work of Barthes, Benjamin, Lacan and Foucault, 
with their clearly visual concerns - not to 
mention a host of others - forms the canonical 
foundations upon which much cultural and 
media studies rest. 
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Moreover, the mechanicaliy or electronically reproduced image is the semantic and 
technical unit of the modern mass media and at the heart of post-war popular 
culture. However, while this is acknowledged widely within the discipline of 
media and cultural studies, normally via ritual reference to the seminal work of 
Walter Benjamin, the visual image or photograph seems only of interest as 
the origin, as the technological dawn, of a great process of development in which, in 
an era of mass communication and the commodification of information, 
messages can be transmitted in principle to a plurality of recipients and audiences. 






n fact, the neglect of specifically visual culture is understan 



cal jven, and 



for a number of reasons. First, we can consider matters of j&pistemologyy 
revolution across much of the social and human sciences, c 
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variously termed the 'linguistic turn' or, we would prefer, more broad 
turn' 
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s led to an emphasis upon social practices and relations as signifying ) \ 
- practices which organize and constitute social actions andinvoive/assume 



Mni&fpretative, meaning-making persons. In the field of image studies, then, we 
cannot turn back to the pre-semiotic assumptions of reflectionism; we cannot 
any longer think of social experience as existing in a pre-linguistic realm, abstracted 
from the signifying systems which in fact structure it. Furthermore, as is well known in 
terms of the X3\sor\ d'etre of cultural studies as a discipline in its own right, 
this approach has permitted a reach into theooliura 
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as the popular practices of photography, hitherto dismissed for their trite and 
highly restricted iconography. None the less, there is a sense that the privileging of the 
linguistic model in the study of representation has led to the assumption that 
visual artefacts are fundamentally the same, and function in just the same way, as 
any other cultural text. Accordingly, the specific rhetoric, genres, institutional 
contexts and uses of visual imagery can become lost in the more global identification 
of cultural trends and their epic narratives of transformations of consciousness in 
the rubric of 'postmodern culture'. As the art historian Carol Armstrong has 
put it. 'Within this model paintings and such are to be viewed not as particularized 
things made for particular historical uses, but as exchanges circulating in some 
great, boundless, and often curiously ahistorical economy of images, subjects, and 
other representations. That within the increasingly cyberspace model of visual studies, 
"text" is the mother-model for utterances, performances, fashionings, and sign 
collections of all kinds is not unrelated to this disembodiment of the cultural object' 
(Armstrong in 'Visual Culture Questionnaire', 1996: 27). 

Secondly, there are matters of a substantive kind here, connected with the nature of 
the objects one studies. It is quite clear, for example, that 'photography' Is not 
a unified practice, but a medium utterly diverse in its functions, a medium 'whose 
status as a technology varies with the power relations which invest it' (Tagg, 
this volume, p. 246). It is hard to think of one Institution in society that does not 
use reproduced images. Market research surveys suggest that just under three- 
quarters of the adult population own a camera. 'Family' occasions are frequently cited 
as one of the,4:MwepleH=e«rsDn'T7orca^^ ^^ 

y^—Caiturarfrends, 1 990: 43-45). It therefore makes no sense to consider the 'meaning 1 



\ of /photography' without considering the ways in which the meanings and uses \ 
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otography are regulatedj).y. the formats and institution^of production, 
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distribution and consumption (be they magazines or newspapers, the advertising and 
publicity industries, c 
such as t 



lera manufac turers - or other socially organiz ed relations 




■^mily). HoweverTunder the alibi of 'visual culture' one can easily 



'slip' into an analysis of these contexts alone. It is here that the notion of discourse is 
central. In its emphasis upon the integral relations of meaning and use, it rescues 
us from the solely textual concerns of a semiotic analysis, but also allows us 
to check the slide into older 'productionist' models which provide a limiting view of 
practices of meaning and cultural construction, seeing them only as 
manifestations of determining and logically prior events at the level of the economic 
(see Watney, Chapter 10). One cannot understand, for example, the practices 
of the amateur snapshot photographer, nor account for the severely restricted 
'style' of the images he or she typically produces, without also considering how this 
practice intersects with the camera and film manufacturing industry, with the 
developing and processing companies, with the relationships in modern societies 
between work and leisure, with definitions, idealizations and activities of family 
life, and, not least, with localized and historically specific gendered conceptions of 
the identity, beliefs and skills of the photographer (see Porter, 1989/90; Holland 
and Spence, 1991; Watney and Slater, Chapters 10 and 18 in this volume). 



As we have indicated, cultural studies rests on the achievements of semiotics as a 
whole and stakes its distinctiveness Upon the analysis of the symbolic, classificatory 
and, in short, meaning-making practices that are at the heart of all cultural 
production and consumption. Any study of the image conducted under the Impact 
of cultural studies is indebted to semiotics. Part I, 'Cultures of the Visual', then, 



begins with some classic statements of the semiotic position, the readings dealing 
in particular with the still perplexing issue of the sameness and difference of 
written and verbal language to the visual image. Their underlying preoccupation is 
with the extent to which we can conceive of images as a 'language'. 



However, the scrupulously pure project of the structuralist moment of semiotics, 
which conceives of language as a system of signs immanent to a single or bounded 
group of texts and studied independently of history or the particular utterances of 
human subjects, needs to be both augmented and qualified. Accordingly, our 
ensuing selection of readings, though rooted in the basic assumptions of classical 
semiotics, seeks in various ways to develop and complicate its insights and 
conclusions. The selections in Section B of Part I depart from the model established by 
semiotics; thus, they are not concerned with the 'meaning' of any image or 
corpus of images but with a culture in which reproducibility provides the conditions 
of existence of any particular meaning. Other readings in this section are 
underwritten by the assumption that the sensibilities of modern societies are shaped 
through cultural technologies -such as modern penal architecture and the 
camera - which rei nvent the relations between seeing and knowing as mutually 
constituti 



Part t 'Regulating Photographic MeaniVigs', goes on to consider the particular 
historib^l, institutional and ardnival cdpjaitions which both enable and contrain and, in 
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e meth^ological approaches to the study of photography, 
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constituted by the problem of how to account for photographic 'style', and how best 
to trace the relationships of 'deternnination' between those institutions which 
facilitate the production of photographs and those bodies of beliefs and values which 
infornn the 'look' and meaning of photographs and the practices which centre 
upon them. Some readings employ a discursive approach to photography, 
evoking Foucault's notion of the archive, that is, 'the system that governs the 
appearances of statements as unique events' (Foucault, 1972: 129). Those in Section 
D centre explicitly on a range of institutional contexts for the production, 
collection and display or 'consumption' of photographs - from the collecting 
practices of the museum to the use of photographs as documentary 'records' for 
surveillance and publicity and the camera marketers' creation of amateur 
photography. 




Part 111, 'Looking and Subjectivity', relativizes semiotics by shifting the emphasis 
away from the texts of representation to the question of the subject who 
is fat the centre of rneaning, but for whom meaning very often works below the 
thjreshold of consciousness. Here, our selection indicates that meaning is constituted 
t in the visual sign itself as^self-sufficient enlityj}or:_£xd 

icafDOsmans and i^£j:itities_of the audience, but in the articulation between 
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ectionsln Part 



expand further the problem of 
how to conceptlialize 'visual culture' and the visual field first posed in 
which is in fact the dominant theme of the whole volume. For whe 
visual culture, we imply the existenc 
on 






citenngnt 
alf/ays pra^ides a physical and psychical plac'eTof individual spectators to i 

■Khus adds a range of theoretical approaches and conceptualizations.to tho'se 
selected earlier, which serve to bring into focus the crucial but neglected 
field of the cultural practices of looking and seeing and the paradigmatic relationship 
which organizes this area of enquiry - that between the capacity of the image 
to signify and the subjective capacities of the subject to take and produce meaning. 



How best to think of the various components of visual culture? The image, which 
stands at the centre-point of contemporary visual culture, presents itself as a 
simple, singular, substantive entity - a sort of 'fact' or punctuation point (punctum), 
as Roland Barthes once called it, in its own right, whose capacity to index or 
reference things, people, places and events in the 'real' world appears palpable, 
irreducible and unquestionable. In fact, as W. J. T. Mitchell reminds us in his 
essay. 'The Pictorial Turn', despite the all-pervasive image-making which 
characterizes our world, 'we still do not know exactly what pictures are, what their 
relation to language is, how they operate on observers and on the world, 
how their history is to be understood, and what is to be done with or about them' 
(Mitchell, 1994: 13). The picture, he goes on to argue, is 'a complex interplay 
between visuality, apparatus, institutions, bodies and figurality' (1994: 16). Each of 
these indicates a complex set of practices which lie behind and make possible 
the image and its capacity to convey meaning, each of which requires its 
own conceptualization. 'Visuality' refers to the visual register in which the image and 
visual meaning operate. The 'apparatus' refers to the means or 'media' by which 
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images are produced and circulated, which are increasingly sophisticated and 
complex in our world of electronic reproduction, video and cybernetic technology. 
The 'institutions' refer to the organized social relations of image-making 
and circulation, which today are often large scale and corporate in structure, global in 
their scale of operations. 'Bodies' reminds us not only of one of the image's 
privileged subjects, but of the presence of the viewer, spectator, observer, as the 
necessary 'other' in the circuits of visual meaning, which make meaning 
possible, and whose conduct images regulate. 'Figurality' reminds us of the image's 
privileged position in relation to representing or 'figuring' the world to us in 
pictorial form. However, one cannot 'read off any one of these individual 'moments' 
from another since they are not in a relationship of causal or sequential 
determination; nor do they only have external relations to each other. Rather, we 
would prefer to think about the orbit of the image according to the theoretical 
model of articulation, in which a number of distinct elements interact, in a moment 
of temporary unity, leading to 'variable and contingent outcomes' (see du Gay 
eta!., 1997). 



We have expressed above our concern with how the study of visual images 
is subsumed under often unsubstantiated and metaphysical claims about 
contemporary cultural developments, operating under the banner of 'postmodern', 
'simulation', and even, more recently, 'prosthetic' culture. For instance^ 
Benjamin's writings on the 'dream worlds' and phantasmagoria resulting from 
the proliferation of industrialized objects in the arcades and department stores of the 
late nineteenth-century modern city (see Buck Morss, 1989) - themselves 
building upon Marx's work on commodity fetishism and the reification of appearance 
- seems to have been recycled one time too many. To the extent that this is the 
case, it seems likely that, for many, the notion of 'visual culture', too, is 
grandiloquent, even fallacious. In part, this is due to the fact that it denotes an area 
of nascent study whose objects and modes of analysis are not yet consistently 
or clearly delineated, nor whose territory is established. None the less, we should 
explain here the definition of visual culture, if somewhat unrefined, that is 
both assumed and deployed in this Reader. The dissemination of the term 'visual 
culture' is generally attributed to Svetlana Alpers, who in 1972, was also the first to 
use the term 'nevv art history' in pririt. She writes recently that: 



When, some years back, I put it that I was not studying the history of Dutch 
painting, but painting as part of Dutch visual culture, I intended 
something specific. It was to focus on notions about vision (the mechanism of 
the eye), on image-making devices (the microscope, the camera obscura), 
and on visual skills (map making, but also experimenting) as cultural resources 
related to the practice of painting. (Alpers, 1996: 26) 

As she goes on to elucidate, her specific orientation arose from the nature of her 
subject for she was dealing with a culture in which visual skills were definitive: 
'a culture in which images, as distinguished from texts, were central to 
the representation (in the sense of the formulation of knowledge) or the world' 
(1996: 26). 
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In a similar way, W. J. T. Mitchell speaks of how the study of the visual field is 
transformed by the 'realization that spectatorship (the look, the gaze, the practices of 
observation, surveillance, visual pleasure) may be as deep a problem as various 
forms of reading (decipherment, decoding, interpretation, etc.) and that 
visual experience or visual literacy may not be fully explicable on the model of 
textuality' (Mitchell, 1994: 16). One way of thinking of 'visual culture', then, is in 
terms of particular and historically specific combinations of meanings and 
subjects - 'scopic regimes' whose histories remain to be written. Mitchell's 
description is useful in that it encourages us to hold back from deploying textual 
methods in a universalizing manner. In our extract (chapters) from Discipline 
and Punish (1977), for example, Foucault does not conceptualize the panopticon as a 
primarily textual device; rather, he considers it as a spatially organized 
technology in which power is exerted through the capacity to 'survey'; it is designed 
to achieve quite specific effects in the conduct of both prisoners and warders, 
n the modern prison, then - along with the factory, the hospital and the school - is 
manifested a new disciplinary regime based less on spectacular uses of force than 
on the training and reform of individuals through continuous surveillance and 
documentation. Foucault's often visual accounts of events and his use of paintings 
throughout much of his work does not arise from a concern with what things 
are made to look like in representation, but with how things came to be considered 
appropriate for codification as visual 'data'; how knowledge could be founded 
upon 'sight', how things were shown to knowledge and power. 



In 1996, the editors of the North American art and cultural theory journal October 
devoted an important special issue, including the results of a questionnaire to 
well-known art theorists, to the vicissitudes of the concept of 'visual culture' as it has 
emerged as a discrete study area in the university sector over the past ten years 
or so. (It must, however, be acknowledged that in the UK, particularly in the former 
polytechnic sector, the cultural study of the image has been a staple part 
of pioneering photography and art history degrees since the late 1970s.) They were 
concerned with the location of visual culture studies in relation to the traditions 
of humanities disciplines such as art history, and claimed that 'the interdisciplinary 
project of visual culture is no longer organized on the model of history (as 
were the disciplines of art history, architectural history, film theory etc.) but on the 
model of anthropology' {October, 1996; 25). In an article in the same issue, 
Hal Foster asks whether, although conceding that the concept of visual culture 
'totalizes prematurely', 'visual culture [might] rely upon techniques of information to 
transform a wide range of mediums into a system of image-text, a database 
of digital terms, an archive without museums' (1996: 97). He counterposes this to the 
technique of art history, which typically 'relied upon techniques of reproduction 
to abstract a wide range of objects into a system of style . . . (e.g. open versus closed 
composition, linear versus painterly technique) (1996: 97). What is noteworthy 
for Foster in the displacement of art history by visual culture is the dual shift from art 
to visual, and history to culture. 



We can see that this new conception of visual culture cuts across specific media 
and the teleological narratives of the individual disciplines constructed around them. 
To a great extent, this view underpins the project of this Reader. We are also 
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guided by Benjamin's observation that, in the future, 'the caption [will become] the 
most important part of the shot' (1972: 25). Benjamin's call for a citizenry 
which has acquired a critical facility with visual and verbal communication and 
his prediction of the increasing inter-dependency of word and Image were a matter 
of urgency when the German National Socialists advanced a synergetic use of 
every available mass medium - but are surely of pressing relevance today. However, 
the differences between language and the visual remain significant and require 
further attention; that is, the different cultural technologies and Industries built upon 
them, their characteristic forms and rhetorical devices, and the ways in which 
they are put to work, disseminated and made sense of by readers and viewers. In an 
important sense, a study of, say, the meaning of 'Hollywood', a contemporary 
lifestyle magazine, the advertising industry or an episode of the Jerry Springer Show 
would be incomplete were we to limit ourselves to the analysis of words, or 
interpreted images as if they only functioned as artefacts to be read rather than as 
sights and often exhibitionist performances to be looked at. A culture which 
is pervaded at all levels by a host of cultural technologies designed to disseminate 
viewing and looking practices through primarily visually mediated forms 
provides a challenge for those seeking, as do our contributors to this Reader, to trace 
the ways in which 'the image' is invariably articulated within the picturing 
sensibilities of a wider 'visual culture'. 
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